The spirit in which it is made by Welsch, Harry Michael
Rochester Institute of Technology
RIT Scholar Works
Theses Thesis/Dissertation Collections
5-31-1989
The spirit in which it is made
Harry Michael Welsch
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.rit.edu/theses
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Thesis/Dissertation Collections at RIT Scholar Works. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Theses by an authorized administrator of RIT Scholar Works. For more information, please contact ritscholarworks@rit.edu.
Recommended Citation
Welsch, Harry Michael, "The spirit in which it is made" (1989). Thesis. Rochester Institute of Technology. Accessed from
ROCHESTER INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY
A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of
The College of Fine and Applied Arts
in Candidacy for the Degree of
MASTER OF FINE ARTS
'THE SPIRIT IN WHICH IT IS
MADE"
BY
HARRY MICHAEL WELSCH

Dedication
This thesis and body of work is dedicated to
All the nameless potters who have made
- What they want
- because they wanted to
- and never worried about the message
- it was there all along and they knew it!
And to my wife, Kim. . .
- who for three years has worked in a poorly lit, damp
basement studio for too many hours; has waited up too late for
me too many nights; and has been a source of constant
encouragement through it all!
Much Love,
11
I wish to express my thanks and appreciation to the
following individuals :
Bob Schmits and Rick Hirsch - whose aesthetic judgement and
technical advice has helped my work to grow more in the past
three years than I thought possible.
Mark Stanitz - a constant source of encouragement for my work in
metals. He is one of the most positive teachers I have ever
seen with a student.
And to my fellow graduate students - for their on-going
encouragement, ideas, criticism, friendship, bad jokes, free
cocoa, and everything else that has made this experience a
positive one for me.
111
Preface
Because I believe my work speaks for itself and needs
little defense, this thesis is primarily descriptive in nature.
I feel that the functional format can be the basis for a valid
aesthetic statement', and that it is as potentially expressive as
any other format in clay. I indicated in my thesis statement
that I would create a body of functional work that would convey
a sense of energy, movement, and vitality through the
exploration of form, surface treatment, and high-fire
techniques.
With my greatest strides being in the development of form,
I feel I have been able to accomplish what I set out to do.
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THE SPIRIT IN WHICH IT IS MADE
Influences
Because I am self taught, my early work developed in the
isolation of the production studio. My only sources of
influence were monthly publications, a limited number of text
books, and sporadic contact with other potters at art fairs. I
had no teacher to guide my development - only my personal
aesthetic. I have never been attracted to any of the classical
oriental or Mediterranean shapes so often imitated. But it was
Malraux that noted ". . .Whenever artists have been great, they
have transfigured the forms they have
inherited" (8:83).
Since my early work centered around function, I believe it
evolved along the Bauhaus tradition of form following function
( although I had never heard of the Bauhaus before coming to the
university). It also never occurred to me to express anything
else in clay beyond function. The only
"aesthetic"
I had was
craftsmanship. I have come to see, however, that craftsmanship
is not an aesthetic but only a channel along which the
creativity of the artist flows. It is just a means to an end,
not an end in itself (7:25).
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I was trained as a chemist. I had no art training, so I
cannot point to any teacher who encouraged me; there was no
artist or sculptor whose work moved me, nor was I constantly
playing in the mud as a child, I simply do not know how I
arrived at this point. Michael Cardew, when asked how he became
a potter, replied "I simply wasn't good at anything
else!"
(4:XIV).
Maybe that is it.
Since beginning my studies at R.I.T., I have been made
aware of many clay artists with whom I feel a kinship, although
I cannot say I work in their style. I have great respect for
the simple forms of the wood-fired Bisen and Shigaraki ware.
Voulkos' handling of the material leaves little doubt he is
working with clay and its potentially dynamic nature. John
Glick"
s absolute craftsmanship of each object is something I
strive for in my own work. All these things were pushed to the
limit by an individual that I identify with more than any
other ... George Ohr (1:76). I admire him for his spirit and
courage to fly in the face of "conventional
work"
of the time,
as well as his readiness to push his forms and glazes beyond the
accepted norms (5:31).
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A Functional Aesthetic
With today's strong emphasis on non-functional work, I
sometimes feel I, like George Ohr, am also moving somewhat
against the norm. I have come to see that function can allow
for an aesthetic that is valid, important, and meaningful with
the poss ibi 1 ity of express ing a range of emotions or
intellectual ideas. I believe this expressive quality starts
with the force and conviction of the maker and when there is
clarity of intent in the work (3:14). A viewer/user with
sufficient knowledge can
"read"
or react to a functional piece
with just as much emotion as they would to a painting or
sculpture.
In order for functional ware to be a work of art, it must
be able to operate on another level beyond mere function. The
potter/artist must not only present an object that actually
functions, but must also communicate some emotional,
intellectual, or philosophical idea to the viewer/user. This
can be accomplished in a multitude of ways. One way of
expressing thoughts or feelings in art is to communicate them
metaphorically.
Many ancient civilizations used figures of women as
metaphors in their ceramic work to evoke a sense of nurturing,
fertility, and other characteristics that may have been
considered to be feminine (see plate I). This practice
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continues today among many contemporary artists. Kris Nelson,
one of my first instructors at R. I.T., made use of the human
figure in his work by extending the relationship between the
pieces of his tea and coffee sets to human relationships.
In addition to this modern use of the human figure as
metaphor, many potters, such as Wayne Higby, choose to use their
vessels as a means of addressing more formal issues.
Perspective and the exploration of space, which can be seen in
Higby'
s bowls, are two common areas of interest and
interpretation (see plate II).
To keep their work from becoming vague or confused, potters
must not let the metaphorical components they use interfere with
the functional context of the pieces they create. "Should I use
it or just look at it?,
" is one question often asked that
indicates a lack of clarity on the part of the maker. To
actually use one of Wayne
Higby'
s bowls would ruin the
perspective, so the reference would then be lost. One must
therefore question his use of a functional format as a starting
point. Furthermore, the symbols chosen must be more universal
than personal; if the icons are so personal they have little
meaning for anyone but the artist, why even exhibit the work?
The functional potter must avoid confusing metaphors and
personal symbolism that have no universal meaning or he/she may
run the risk of creating work that is ambivalent. As far as I
am concerned, if a person is not sure of what to do with a
piece, the work is non-functional .
__4.
By extending my work beyond mere function and evoking an
emotional or intellectual response through form, texture, and
color, my intent is to produce work that a person can relate to
both physically and conceptually.
The Importance of Form
I have always attempted to use form symbolically with
little ornamentation. By concentrating on surface texture,
color, and structural design, I have tried to keep my forms
appeal ingly simple. I try to make work that can be seen in both
a formal sense as well as metaphorical one. By expanding the
volume of all my forms with a sweeping gesture, a visual
movement is created which affects the space the vessels occupy.
This moving, spiral gesture, which is likely an offshoot of my
interest in science and natural history, can be interpreted
metaphorically as growth. I want my work to seem alive off the
wheel as it did when I made it. I want the work to flow like
the constant ebb and flow of natural elements in nature (see
plate III). I have elevated my work with feet not to make them
ceremonial, but to show an attitude - something less formal than
a vertical orientation, which reflects my whole attitude about
art (see plate IV). I believe we all are far too serious about
this "art
business!" It should be enjoyable as well as thought
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provoking.
I feel my references to nature are strongest in the
structure and articulation of my handles. Formally, I am, of
course, concerned about the negative space my handles create and
the visual tension developed in the building of them (see plates
IV and V). By alluding to bone or branch in the construction of
the handle forms, I am making reference to something that
everyone sees as a natural bridge or connection. The
articulation of these handles is of absolute importance to the
uninterrupted flow of the pieces. Metaphorically, this
unchanged flow in my work is, for me, symbolic of the dynamic
nature of the material itself. I feel it is of the utmost
importance that the nature and process of the material be
preserved (see plates VI and VII).
My bowls have soft, sculpted edges to ease the transition
from the outside to the inside of the piece. The interiors are
white to formally divide them from the outside (food also looks
better against white), but the glazes have been formulated to
produce a third color where they meet to further facilitate the
uniting of the outside with the inside. The sides of the bowls
are pushed in to function both as handles and to alter the
interior; in this way the outside and inside are again formally
connected.
All of the rims are hollow tubes thrown in place and allow
me to give the appearance of mass and solidity without the
problem of excess weight (see plate VIII). This also affords me
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more material to sculpt and move. Throughout, I have attempted
to bring a robust and vigorous approach to porcelain which, in
the past, has usually been associated with stoneware.
Metaphorically, this approach represents the growth I see in
nature.
Because porcelain provides a better base for a more vibrant
color response than stoneware, my work is now more colorful. As
just mentioned, I also use color to separate inside from
outside. The colors are bright, but, through the use of satin
glazes, the feeling is inviting, sensual, and less formal The
colors also have tonal qualities similar to those found in
nature.
It is through these elements of form, stance and attitude,
the articulation of handles, the edges of my bowls and trays,
and the use of color, that I am trying to create a relationship
with the viewer/user that deals with intellectual and visual
concepts rather than just simple utilitarianism.
Wood Firing
I had become rather blase' about firing my work before I came to
graduate school. I had added a digital oxygen probe (to analyse
the kiln atmosphere) and it did everything the manufacturer
claimed - cut gas costs ( a reduction of about 1/3 ) and gave
consistent results each time I used it. A production potter can
easily fall into the
"trap"
of the sameness of glaze results.
And "...doing production is like painting the same still-life in
the same light (10:71). While not to quite this
extreme, I was looking for something else in my work. As my
forms progressed and became more expressive, I could see the gas
firings lacked the same spontaneity. The wood kiln has changed
that stagnation.
Because the process is time consuming, I have time to think
about my work as I am firing it. Most of my thoughts in this
thesis were written during early morning hours when the firing
was just starting and the pace was slower. Because so much
labor is invested in a firing, I am not going to make work that
is not worth the effort. Ill-conceived work cannot be '"saved"
by wood firing. All one gets is a spectacularly fired pot that
is aesthetically bankrupt. But through careful stacking and
knowledge of the kiln, the directional nature of the ash
deposits and flashing can enliven an already strong form.
Wood firing must be an aesthetic experience between the
artist and his or her work; the process cannot be the
justification for the work. As Rob Barnard remarked, "Process
appears to be - all too often - the most important element in
contemporary ceramics, and by constantly extending the process,
it is believed new limits of creativity can be (2:38).
The work must transcend the techniques and effects. Wood
firing allows me to meet the pot half-way, since the spontaneity
of the process determines the final result. I am now once again
interested in the entire process of making pottery.
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Technical Data
I see the sawdust injection system as a heat source
requiring little work and utilizing a potential fuel that is
normally thrown out. In addition to supplimenting a normal wood
firing, it could also be used to replace part of the fuel in a
natural gas or propane firing cycle. Heat is released quicker
from sawdust than from wood pieces due to the smaller particle
size and greater surface area exposure; therefore, the firing
cycle of the wood kiln can be shortened three to six hours.
The injection of sawdust has both positive and negative
points. Aesthetically, some people might object to the
introduction of a mechanical device into a labor intensive
process. But because I am only trying to modify the already
glazed surface and not completely glaze the work with ash, I am
comfortable with this compromise. My intent is not to create an
American Bizen ware. While the quick release of heat allows for
a shortened firing cycle, saving both the kiln refractories and
the artist, the heat rises very rapidly! The ware must be above
quartz inversion to avoid dunting. Another fuel source must be
used to raise the kiln to cone 08 in order for the sawdust to
instantly combust. Once cone 8 has been reached, one must stop
using the injection system because the temperature would
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continue to rise too rapidly, allowing insufficient time for the
glazes to melt.
The ability to produce sufficient ash effect, the
shortening of the cycle, and the use of a fuel destined for the
land-fill far out weighs the previously mentioned objections.
A. Sawdust Injection System
Beacause all work to be fired has already been bisqued, the
initial stoking of the kiln was carried out at a somewhat
accelerated pace for a wood firing, achieving bisque temperature
(cone 08) in approximately six to seven hours.
At this point the blower system is employed to inject
sawdust which instantly combusts due to the heat already present
in the kiln. The sawdust is blown into the kiln through the
primary air ports via two 2 1/2 inch diameter flexible, metal
automobile exhaust hoses coupled to a high volume blower (see
illustration). The hoses are moved periodically during the
firing to evenly distribute heat and ash as the firing
progresses. Over a three hour period, approximately six cubic
yards of material is blown into the kiln, thereby raising the
temperature to cone 8. Normal stoking resumes with much smaller
pieces
(1"
x
2"
x 8") until cone 10 bends.
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B. Typical Stoking and Firing Cycle
Time
0-2 hrs
2-7 hrs
7-10 hrs.
10 - 12 hrs
Comments
Fire in ash pit.
3 large pieces (1x4x18")
at 15 minute intervals
Fire on grates. 4-6
large pieces (1x4x18") at
15 minute intervals during
hrs. 3-4, and stoking
every 10 minutes during
hours 5-7.
Cone 08 reached and injection
of sawdust begins. Next three
hours raises temperature
to cone 8 or 9.
Stoking with small
(1x2x48"
or
smaller) edgings begins at 5
minute intervals . With acceler
ating pace, kiln must be stoked
constantly until cones 10 and 11
go down. Note that dampers
remain set at a
3"
opening
throughout the entire cycle.
C. Kiln Information
1) Kiln
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Two chamber climbing kiln constructed from cast refractory
material. Chamber #1 ~ 32 cubic feet of stacking space; Chamber
#2 = 20 cubic feet of stacking space .
2) Wood Consumption
2/3 face cord consisting of oak pallets, edgings (1x2 x 48")
of dried hardwood. Also required are 6 cubic yards of sawdust -
particle size varying from actual wood dust (less than 80 mesh)
up to shavings
1/2"
x
1/2"
of varying thickness derived from
jointers and planers .
3) Blower
Dayton model # 4C 129, powered by 1 horse power, 3450 r.p.m
motor.
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D. Clay and Glaze Data
Porcelain
Grolleg 31%
Tile #6 28%
Custer 17%
Silica 11%
Pyrophyllite 11%
Bentonite 2%
Clay Mineral Analysis
29.Feldspar Mineral 12%
Clay Mineral 53. 26%
Quarts Mineral 17. 26%
Iron Mineral . 36%
Shrinkage
Wet-To-Dry 6%
Cone 10 Red. 12%
Absorbancv
Cone 10 Red. 1%
Developed over a three year period, this porcelain has been
shown to be well suited for any type of construction. With
minimal precautions, few problems were encountered with cracking
during initial drying and slight warpage or slumping when fired.
It was found to be sensitive to the pH of the water used to make
it. The pH of a solution is a measure of its acidity. It is a
logarithmic scale ranging from 1 (most acidic) to 7 (neutral) to
14 (most basic). Tap water is usually near a pH of 7 and is
acceptable for use. Hard water, however, contains large amounts
of the carbonate ion leeched from limestone layers that move the
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water's pH into the basic range; the pH must be adjusted to the
acidic range or the porcelain will be "short". Water to be used
should be tested with a wide range pH paper (available from most
drug stores) or with methyl red (available from any pool
supply). The paper is dipped into the water and a color change
occurs that is compared to a color chart; or a few drops of
methyl red are put into the water, changing the water from red
to yellow if the pH range 4 to 6 is present.
Small amounts of weak acid can be added to lower the pH to
the proper level. Household vinegar (acetic acid) would be most
readily available to the studio potter. One quart of vinegar is
capable of lowering the pH of 5 gallons of water from 7 to 6 .
Alcohol is acidic but greater quantities are needed of it to
produce the results of vinegar. Caution must be exercised
because a pH below 4 become too acidic for human skin - a pH of
3 feels like a bad sunburn, and any lower produces severe burns.
The exact mechanism by which the proper pH increases the
clay's plasticity is unclear, but it does seem to act to reduce
the particle size of the materials. The vinegar also serves as a
food source for anaerobic bacteria that also help to break down
the particles of the materials.
-14-
Glazes
Barium Mn-ht Cone 10 Red
Barium Carbonate 27%
Dolomite 4%
Custer Feldspar 50%
EPK 9.5%
Silica 9.5%
Colorant ( green )
Copper Carbonate 3%
U.K. Base Matt Cone 10 Red.
Custer 32%
EPK 26%
Dolomite 25%
Silica 10%
Whiting 4%
Colemanite 5%
Colorants
Tin Oxide (5%) = White
Rutile (4%) = gold
Cobalt Carbonate (1%) = Blue
Vanadium Pentoxide (7%) + Tin Oxide (5%) = Brown/Black
Barium Red/Blue Matt Cone 10 Red.
Nephyline Syanite 57. 5%
Barium Carbonate 26.5%
Silica 7.1%
0M#4 Ball Caly 6.2%
Lithium Carbonate 2.7%
Colorant
Copper Carbonate (3%) = Turquoise/Blue to Red
Depending on firing
Conditions
The porcelain and all glazes used were mathematically
analyzed using Prof. Schmitz's "Glaze Calc.
"
program, and were
found to fall within acceptable limits or were modified to meet
published limits on clay or glazes.
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Conclusion
I came to R. I. T. a functional potter with extensive
abilities and technical knowledge, but had no direction for my
skills and much doubt about the relevance of pottery beyond mere
function.
I am now sure it is the only work I wish to do and that it
is essential that the tradition of function be continued. When
functional work is good - really good - the reaction is always
spontaneous; people smile, and then (as if greeting a friend)
reach out and touch the work. They feel its weight, observe its
color, and find things about it that, like one might do with a
good novel or poem, they can identify with.
Thus, "The concept of function - regardless of how varied
it may become through personal interpretation - is the most
metaphorical of all because we can all relate to it (9:4).
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